Brainstorming Session Guide

Use this guide to design and run productive brainstorming sessions that generate diverse ideas, treat
every contributor respectfully, and convert the best ideas into actions.

Quick primer: what brainstorming is (and what it isn't)

Brainstorming is a structured creativity practice, originally popularised by Alex Osborn, to break
habitual thinking and surface many ideas quickly. It is not a decision meeting nor a status update. The
goal is quantity of distinct options and novelty; evaluation and selection are separate, later steps.

Preparing for a Brainstorming Session
1. Define the Objective

Before you even gather your team, clearly define the purpose of the brainstorming session. Ask
yourself:

e What problem am I trying to solve?
e What is the desired outcome?
e Are there specific constraints or goals?

A well-defined objective helps keep the discussion focused. For example, instead of simply saying “We
need new ideas for our product,” you might frame it as, “How might we enhance our product’s user
experience to increase customer retention?”

2. Assemble the Right Team

Select participants from diverse backgrounds to encourage a broad range of perspectives. The ideal
team includes:

¢ Individuals with different functional expertise.

e People with varied experiences and creative styles.

e Participants who are open, communicative, and not afraid to share unconventional ideas.

e Asingle data owner.

e Group size: 6-12 is ideal for in-person sessions; virtual sessions can be larger if using
asynchronous tools.

Diversity in your group will enrich the discussion and lead to more innovative solutions.
3. Pick the format (see guidance below).
4. Book space & tech.

Large wall/whiteboard or Miro/Mural board, sticky notes, markers, or virtual whiteboard and breakout
rooms. Ensure camera/mic and a visible timer.

5. Prepare stimuli.

Short background, current metrics, empathic prompts (user quotes, photos) or example benchmarks
to prime thinking.

6. Distribute pre-read (optional).

Brief context doc and problem statement to set expectations.
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7. Print templates.

Fishbone, brainwriting sheets, idea capture forms, and dot-voting stickers (or virtual voting tools).

Set the Ground Rules

Establishing clear ground rules is essential to create an environment of psychological safety. Consider
the following:

e No criticism: During the idea-generation phase, suspend judgment. All ideas are welcome.

¢ Encourage wild ideas: Creativity flourishes when you allow for out-of-the-box thinking.

e Quantity over quality at first: We want many ideas.

e Defer judgement: Evaluations wait until the voting phase.

e Build on each others’ ideas: Encourage participants to combine or refine ideas collaboratively.

e Equal airtime / participation: Every voice matters - no domination. Ensure everyone gets a
chance to speak. Use techniques like round-robin to facilitate this.

e Be specific: Concrete ideas beat vague statements.

e Timebox: We'll keep tight time limits to keep energy high.

e Stay Focused: Remind participants to keep the discussion aligned with the session’s objective.

Explain these, then ask for one addendum from the group (co-ownership increases adherence).

Write these rules on a whiteboard or a shared document at the start of the session so everyone is clear
on the expectations.

Creating psychological safety

Amy Edmondson’s research shows that psychological safety is foundational to speaking up and sharing
novel ideas. Practical steps:

e Leader models vulnerability: open with a personal “l don’t have a great idea for this yet” line.

e Use anonymity options early (brainwriting, anonymous sticky notes) to reduce evaluation
apprehension.

e Acknowledge all contributions out loud (thank you, and quick paraphrase).

e If hierarchy exists, consider a neutral facilitator to prevent senior voices dominating.

Brainstorming formats

There are several techniques you can use during your brainstorming session. Each has its own strengths
and is suitable for different types of challenges.

1. Free-Form Brainstorming

Overview:

Free-form brainstorming is the classic, unstructured method where participants call out ideas
spontaneously. The focus is on generating a high volume of ideas quickly without concern for quality
or feasibility. Best used in small, psychologically safe teams familiar with each other.
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How to Execute:

e Setatimer (e.g., 15-20 minutes) for an uninterrupted session.

e Facilitator poses prompt, and encourages participants to shout out ideas as they come.
e Capture all ideas on a whiteboard, sticky notes, or a digital tool.

e Avoid evaluating ideas during the session, evaluation is reserved for later stages.

e Use a “parking lot” to capture ideas that might be off-topic but could be valuable later.

e Ensure a facilitator is present to manage the flow and prevent any single person from
dominating the discussion.

e There is a risk of production blocking (only one participant can speak at a time), and fixation;
mitigate with strict timeboxing and alternating silent phases.

2. Round-Robin Brainstorming

Overview:

Round-robin brainstorming ensures that every participant has an equal opportunity to contribute.
Each person takes turns sharing an idea until the group has exhausted their thoughts. This can be a
good option for quieter groups, or newly established cohorts as it avoids domination and gives space
for thoughtful contributions.

How to Execute:

e Arrange participants in a circle or use a virtual meeting platform with a clear speaking order.
e Facilitator goes around the table (or breakout), and each person shares one idea in turn.

e Continue going around until no new ideas emerge.

e Document every contribution, then review the compiled list.

e Remind participants that there are no “bad” ideas.
e If a participant is stuck, encourage them to pass, but note the gap for later follow-up.

3. Brainwriting

Overview:

Brainwriting is a silent brainstorming technique that allows participants to jot down their ideas
individually before sharing them with the group. This method can reduce the fear of judgment and
help quieter members contribute more effectively. It is a good option for generating many ideas quickly
while avoiding production blocking.

How to Execute:

e Provide each participant with a notepad or digital document.

e Process (6-3-5): 6 participants, each write 3 ideas in 5 minutes, then passes the sheet to the
next person who builds on them.

e Variations: silent brainwriting on sticky notes or asynchronous digital brainwriting (Miro sticky
notes or shared doc).

e Set a timer during which everyone writes down their ideas independently.

e After the writing period, have participants pass their notes to the person on their right, who
then builds on the ideas or adds new ones.

e Continue this process for several rounds.

e Finally, collect and discuss the ideas as a group.
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Tips:

e Emphasise that the goal is to generate as many ideas as possible.

e Use digital tools like Google Docs for virtual teams to allow simultaneous contributions.

e If stuck, introduce the concept of ‘Reverse brainstorming’; ask “How could we cause this
problem?” Then invert solutions into fixes. Useful to surface hidden constraints

4. Nominal Group Technique (NGT)

The Nominal Group Technique (NGT) is best used when you need structured idea generation plus
immediate prioritisation. This technique balances equal participation, reduces dominance, and
produces a ranked list of ideas quickly.

How to Execute:

e Define the problem, invite 5-12 participants, prepare worksheets or digital board.

e Individuals write ideas privately (5—-10 mins).

e Each person, in turn, reads one idea aloud (no discussion) until all ideas are captured.

e Group may ask brief factual/clarifying questions about ideas (no debating or critiquing).

e Facilitator groups duplicates and clarifies wording.

e Participants privately rank or allocate points to their top ideas (dot voting, weighted scoring).
e Produce a prioritised list and agree next steps.

Tips:
Keep timeboxes tight to maintain momentum.

e Use anonymous voting to reduce social pressure.

e Use a neutral facilitator to prevent bias during consolidation.

e Forvirtual sessions, use breakout rooms, shared documents, and polling tools.

e Follow up quickly with action owners for top-ranked ideas to maintain momentum.

5. SCAMPER & Triggered Brainstorming

Overview:
This approach works well for product, service, or process ideation. It uses targeted prompts to nudge
lateral thinking. Great as a second phase to expand or rework initial concepts into more inventive
solutions.

How to Execute:

e Select a focal item or topic. Choose a product, service, process, or feature to examine.

e Work through each SCAMPER prompt in turn: Substitute, Combine, Adapt, Modify (or
Magnify/Minimise), Put to another use, Eliminate, Reverse.

e For each prompt, ask the group targeted “What if...?” questions (e.g., “What could we
substitute to reduce cost?”).

e Capture all responses without judgement; encourage wild suggestions.

e Review outputs, combine complementary ideas, and select the most promising to prototype
or test.

e Userole-based triggers (customer, competitor, regulator) or constraints (budget, time) to push
creativity.

Copyright © 2025 Beneffrey Consulting Ltd.



Tips:

Provide short examples for each SCAMPER prompt to prime thinking.

Use physical or visual prompts (objects, photos) to spark associations.

Rotate prompts quickly (5—-8 minutes each) to keep energy high.

Pair with data (customer feedback, usage metrics) to focus creativity on viable opportunities.
Encourage cross-functional participation to widen perspective; later evaluate feasibility with
analytical filters.

Facilitation script (60-minute session)

Goal: Generate 40-60 ideas and prioritise top 6 to prototype.

0-5 min: Welcome, purpose & ground rules. Read the objective and ground rules.

5-10 min: Warm-up micro-exercise. 60-second “silly idea” round to loosen rigid thinking (fun,
low risk).

10-30 min: Idea generation phase. Choose brainwriting (10—15 min silent) or free-form burst
(15 min). Use visual timers.

30-40 min: Cluster & clarify. Group similar notes into themes using affinity mapping. Facilitator
paraphrases clusters.

40-50 min: Refinement. Small breakout groups (3—4) take top clusters and expand into 2-3
actionable variants.

50-58 min: Voting. Use dot-voting (3 votes per person) or ICE scoring (Impact x Certainty x
Ease) for faster prioritisation.

58-60 min: Wrap & next steps. Capture owners for top ideas, immediate next actions, and
communication plan.

Idea capture & documentation (practical tips)

Once you have generated a wealth of ideas, the next step is to capture them in an organised manner
and evaluate their potential. Effective idea capture ensures that no valuable insight is lost. Use the
following methods:

Whiteboards or Flipcharts: For in-person sessions, these allow for visual mapping of ideas.
Sticky Notes: A flexible method to rearrange and cluster related ideas.

Digital Tools: Software such as Miro, Trello, or Microsoft Teams facilitates real-time
collaboration, especially for remote teams.

Capture verbatim when first written; paraphrase only during clustering to avoid altering
meaning.

Use colour coding: e.g., green for ideas, yellow for clarifications, red for blockers/risks.
Timestamp sheets/screens so you can trace back.

Assign a scribe separate from the facilitator. For virtual sessions, use an idea export from the
board.

Photograph the wall or export the board after clustering for records.
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Evaluating Contributions

After the brainstorming phase, it’s time to evaluate the ideas. This process should be structured and
objective. Don’t evaluate during the idea generation session itself, instead use these post-ideation
evaluation methods:

e Group Discussion: Facilitate an open discussion where ideas are reviewed without criticism.
Encourage constructive feedback and building on each idea.

e Voting or Ranking: Use dot-voting, a decision matrix, or a simple ranking system to prioritise
ideas based on feasibility, impact, and alignment with strategic goals (See Evaluation Methods
section below).

e Decision Matrix: Create a matrix where ideas are scored across key criteria, such as cost, ease
of implementation, potential benefits, and risks.

Ensure that evaluation is a collaborative process. Involve all participants in the review to foster
ownership and buy-in for the selected ideas.

Evaluation Methods:

There are a range of practical evaluation, prioritisation and validation methods that can be used
following the brainstorming session:

1. Dot-voting (plurality)

e When to use: Fast group preference when you need a quick, democratic read on many ideas.
e Howtorunit:

o Present a visible list/board of ideas.

o Give each participant a fixed number of dots (e.g., 3 votes).

o Participants place their dots on the ideas they prefer (they can spread or stack).

o Tally dots; highest counts = top preferences.

o Use anonymous or private voting (digital polls) to reduce peer pressure.

o Combine with a short discussion after voting to check for overlooked risks or
dependencies.

o If many similar ideas appear, consolidate before voting to avoid vote splitting.

2. ICE scoring (Impact x Certainty x Ease)

e When to use: Quick quantitative filter to prioritise experiments or features when
time/resources are limited. Calculate scores to prioritise ideas that are high impact, reasonably
certain, and easy to try.

e How to use:

o Foreach idea, rate: Impact (how much benefit if it works), Certainty (confidence it will
work), and Ease (effort/cost to implement) on a scale (commonly 1-5).

o Calculate the ICE score: ICE = Impact x Certainty x Ease.
Rank ideas by score: higher = higher priority.

e Tips:
o Define what each numeric scale point means for your team (e.g., Impact 5 =
transforms KPI by >20%).
o Use ICE for early-stage prioritisation; follow up with deeper analysis for top scorers.
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o Watch out for bias: a high Ease score can inflate low-impact ideas, cross-check with
strategic fit.

3. Decision Matrix (weighted criteria)

e When to use: For high-stakes or complex choices where multiple factors must be balanced.
e How to use:
o List candidate options across rows and selection criteria across columns
(e.g., cost, time-to-test, strategic fit, risk).
Assign a weight (importance) to each criterion (sum of weights = 1 or 100%).
Score each option against each criterion (e.g., 1-5), with a defined ‘key’ for each score.
Multiply each score by the criterion weight and sum across columns to get a weighted
total for each option.
o Choose the option with the highest weighted total (or use outcomes to inform further
discussion).

e Tips:
o Involve cross-functional stakeholders when assigning weights and scores to reduce
single-perspective bias.
Keep criteria limited (4—6) and well-defined to avoid overcomplicating the matrix.
o Use sensitivity checks: vary a key weight to see if the ranking changes significantly.

4. Pilot & Test (MVE: Minimum Viable Experiment)

e When to use: To validate top ideas quickly and cheaply before full-scale roll-out. Convert top
ideas into minimum viable experiments (MVE) with clear metrics, duration, and owner.
e How to run a pilot:
o Formulate a clear hypothesis (what you expect to achieve).
o Define success metrics (KPIs), acceptable thresholds, experiment duration, scope, and
an owner.
o Design the smallest experiment that will produce meaningful evidence (prototype,
A/B test, small customer cohort).
Run the experiment, collect data, analyse results vs. success criteria.
Decide: scale, iterate, or kill based on evidence.

e Tips:
Keep pilots time-boxed and low-cost; the goal is learning, not perfection.
Pre-register success criteria to avoid post-hoc rationalisation.
Capture qualitative feedback alongside metrics to explain why something did or didn’t
work.
o Document learnings and next steps in a short PIR (Post-Implementation Review).

Each of these tools can be used progressively: surface preferences quickly with dot-voting, filter with
ICE, decide rigorously with a decision matrix, and validate the winners with focused pilots.

Inclusion & diversity: make ideas richer

¢ Rotate who speaks first in round-robins to prevent anchoring.

e Invite cross-functional participants to bring different mental models (finance, customer
support, operations, sales).

e Use anonymous submission options for sensitive culture contexts.
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e Translate jargon: ask contributors to describe ideas in plain language and state the problem
the idea addresses.

Overcoming common pitfalls (practical remedies)

e Production blocking (people wait to speak): use silent brainwriting or electronic inputs.

e Evaluation apprehension (fear of negative judgement): adopt anonymous idea capture early
and emphasise “no stupid ideas.”

e Social loafing (reduced effort in groups): use smaller breakout groups and assign clear
individual roles.

o Fixation/cognitive inertia (stuck on first idea): deliberately apply reverse brainstorming or
SCAMPER to shift perspective.

e Groupthink: invite a red-team or devil’s advocate to challenge the consensus respectfully.

Virtual facilitation tips

e Use breakout rooms for small-group ideation; return to main board for synthesis.

e Use live polls and anonymous boards (Miro/Mural) to capture input in parallel.

e Keep camera ON for small groups to maintain engagement; when large, rely on chat and
asynchronous channels.

e Share the session recording and exported board within 24 hours.

After the session — convert ideas into action (follow-up)
Turning Ideas into Action

Brainstorming is only valuable if the best ideas are translated into actionable strategies. The final phase
of your session should focus on developing a clear action plan.

1. Action Planning

¢ Maintain momentum: One thing that will ensure any brainstorming session will fail, is a failure
to maintain momentum. Ensure any actions are progressed quickly following the session, for
example:
o Within 24 hours: publish the exported board, clustered themes, and raw ideas.
o Within 48-72 hours: facilitator and sponsor meet to assign owners for top 6 ideas and
define experiments (owner, metric, duration, resources).
o Weekly: short standups on experiment status; log learnings.
After pilot: run a short review (What worked? What didn’t?) and decide scale or kill.

¢ Identify Top Ideas: Based on the evaluation, select the ideas that offer the most promise. Keep
a “idea pipeline” tracker (simple spreadsheet) with columns: idea, origin date, owner, stage
(idea/experiment/scale/closed), outcome, lessons.

e Develop Detailed Action Steps: For each idea, outline the necessary steps, assign
responsibilities, and set deadlines.

e Create a Timeline: Develop a project timeline or Gantt chart to visualise the implementation
schedule.

e Establish Metrics for Success: Define key performance indicators (KPIs) that will be used to
measure the success of the implemented ideas.
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2. Assigning Responsibilities

Use a Responsibility Assignment Matrix (such as a RACI chart) to clarify who is Responsible,
Accountable, Consulted, and Informed for each action step. This ensures that everyone knows their
role and that there is clear accountability.

Document the action plan in a shared format, such as a project management tool or a digital
document, so that all team members can track progress and provide updates.

3. Follow-Up and Feedback

Set up regular follow-up meetings to review progress, address any challenges, and make adjustments
as needed. Continuous feedback ensures that the idea evolves and improves over time, transforming
it into a sustainable solution.

Incorporate a “check-in” phase at the end of your brainstorming sessions to plan future reviews and
ensure ongoing momentum.

Measuring success of brainstorming

e Output metrics: number of unique ideas; ideas per participant; percentage converted to
experiments.

e Quality metrics: proportion of ideas reaching pilot stage; experiment success rate.

e Process metrics: participation rate, on-time starts, repeat attendance (engagement).

e Outcome metrics: revenue/efficiency/quality improvements attributable to implemented
ideas.

Report these quarterly, treat brainstorming as an innovation funnel.

Quick facilitation Prompts

Warm-up: “In 60 seconds, shout out the most ridiculous solution you can imagine — the sillier the
better. We’re warming up our creative muscles.”

Prompting when stuck: “What would a 7-year-old do?” / “What would our biggest competitor do?” /
“What would we try if the budget were zero?”

Closing lines: “Thank you all for participating. We captured X ideas. We'll publish the board today.
[Name] will follow up with owners and experimental plans by [date].”
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